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			Dedications and Thanks

			Dedicated to Jacqui Sutton, Phil McMullen and Charlie Millward 

			Special thanks to Michael Bruce, Dennis Dunaway and Neal Smith

			Also to Ernie Cefalu, Prakash John, Mick Mashbir, Allan Schwartzberg and John Tropea 

		

		
			Author’s Note

			As well as my own thoughts on the music, it was important to me to get new content and perspective from those who were there at the time the music was recorded or performed. To this end, I made a list of everybody who had been involved – musicians, recording staff,  band insiders, promoters etc. – and contacted as many as I could. Those who responded are listed below. In particular, those I have already thanked were more generous with their time than I could ever have hoped for. 

			Two things are worth noting. Firstly, both the pride in their work and the eagerness to help me by Dennis, Michael and Neal were utterly overwhelming. Secondly, the musicians from Alice’s early solo years had, for the most part, never been asked about their work. Several went back to listen again to the albums before, after, and sometimes even during, our chats. They all enjoyed reconnecting again with the records and were pleased to be part of the legacy. All of the quotes you will see in this book are from those dozens of chats, all conducted in 2020 unless otherwise noted. 

			I have taken a little poetic licence in including 1969 in our story. Every great banquet has a starter and it felt right to include that year as it’s an important starting point in our tale. 

			This book is a celebration of the music of Alice Cooper, and, while we won’t agree on everything, I hope it inspires you to get the records out again and hear some things you might have missed. It’s for all of you Sick Things everywhere. 

			Author Interviews & Correspondence

			Mike Allen, Johnny Badanjek, Robin Black, Joe Bouchard, Michael Bruce, Janice Buxton-Davison, Ernie Cefalu, Bill Champlin, Cindy Dunaway, Dennis Dunaway, Dave Fisher, Jay Graydon, Jake Hawkins, Steve Hunter, Prakash John, Dave Libert, Fred Mandel, Peter Martin, Mick Mashbir, Jim Mason, Jonny Podell, Allan Schwartzberg, Neal Smith, John Tropea, Reggie Vincent, Ernie Watts
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			Back To School

			When the lights came up, it was a moment that many of us in the crowd had waited most of our lives to see. There on-stage at Birmingham Genting Arena (the N.E.C. to old-timers)  was Alice Cooper playing a mini-set after he had finished his main set. Alongside him, at long last, were his former compadres – Michael Bruce, Dennis Dunaway and Neal Smith, with Ryan Roxie deputising for the sadly departed Glen Buxton. Birmingham was one of their first gigs in the UK since the four concerts they last played here in 1971/72. The atmosphere was highly charged and emotional.

			The importance of the songs that Alice (collectively and solo) recorded in the 1970s was there to be seen in the set-list for that 2017 ‘Spend The Night With Alice Cooper‘ UK tour. Out of the twenty-two song set, thirteen were from the 1970s. 

			Over the subsequent decades, it’s the 1970s recordings that have been the mainstay of his set-lists and remain the enduring musical legacy of Alice Cooper. There have been fine albums and wonderful songs by Alice since then, but it’s the 70s which saw Alice Cooper established as a musical force, first as a group and then as a solo artist.

			Like their biggest hit it all began back in school –  Cortez High School in Phoenix, Arizona. Vincent Furnier, school newspaper (The Tip Sheet) columnist and track athlete volunteered to organise the Spring 1964 Lettermen Talent Show. Appearing on the bill were The Earwigs, who formed especially for the occasion but mostly had a singular lack of ability to play. The band were Vince himself on vocals and guitar, Dennis Dunaway – guitar, Glen Buxton – guitar, John Speer – guitar, and Phil Wheeler – snare drum. They dressed like the Beatles and performed covers of ‘Please Please Me‘ and ‘She Loves You ‘with revised track lyrics and, similarly, The Flares’ song ‘Foot Stompin’’. Wheeler left after this show, so John Speer replaced him on drums, with John Tatum coming in on second guitar. The new line-up got down to practising, rehearsing and playing gigs at Cortez. 

			Glen’s sister Janice recalls Glen’s early influences: ‘My brother Ken loved jazz. When we moved to Arizona Ken stayed in Akron to finish his senior year. We took his record player and records in the move. Because we knew we weren’t supposed to touch his stuff, Glen and I were all over it. Glen used to listen to the Dave Brubeck album, with Blue Rondo a la Turk, that’s where his love of jazz came from. Of course, he listened to Chuck Berry, and ’Guitar Boogie’. He loved Duane Eddy’s twangy sound and he also liked the Yardbirds a lot.’

			Glen gave Dennis lessons on the bass as he picked up his distinctive style. Vince became lead vocalist, picking up tambourine or harmonica when needed. Janice: ‘They began practising in our garage, which wasn’t ideal. A garage band in Phoenix in the summer, that’s dedication. The temperature then is about 105 degrees up’. The efforts over that hot summer of ‘65 paid off when The Earwigs got an audition for Jack Curtis, a local promoter, and owner of the V.I.P. Club. Curtis liked the band and decided to put them on regularly, but wasn’t so keen on the band name. So the Earwigs morphed into The Spiders. The band specialised in cover versions, with the Rolling Stones, and particularly the Yardbirds, being firm favourites. The Spiders were a raucous attitude driven band, already looking at stage presentation and trying out different ideas. Dressed in black and performing with a large spider web (made of rope) they cut a different vibe to other bands in the area.

			September 1965 saw two major events for The Spiders. On the 4th they supported The Yardbirds at the V.I.P. – about as good as it gets for huge Yardbirds fans. Topping that was the recording of a single for Curtis. ‘Why Don’t You Love Me‘, backed with ’Hitch Hike‘, was released on Curtis’s Mascot Records label. The A-side was originally recorded by Merseybeat band The Blackwells, which The Spiders would have seen them play in the film Ferry Cross The Mersey, released earlier that year. Their version is a close facsimile of this energetic R ‘N’ B song. ‘Hitch Hike‘ was originally written and performed by Marvin Gaye, but the band chose to go with the arrangement The Rolling Stones came up with for their Out Of Our Heads album. It suits them well, with Vince aping Mick Jagger’s delivery and Glen playing an effective guitar solo. 

			Mike Ellen joined the band in 1966 as their roadie. ‘I got the job through Glen. We became friends while in college. He was particularly fond of Chet Atkins and he owned a Gretsch guitar like the one Atkins played. Actually, my car got the job. I was driving a big piece of American steel, a Plymouth station wagon complete with rear fins. It could seat nine comfortably, so I started hauling their equipment. I received the nickname of ‘Amp Boy’ by the group.’

			Summer 1966 saw John Tatum leave the band, to be replaced by Michael Bruce. Michael: 

			I got a call from a buddy who told me that John Tatum had left the band. He had a habit when they were playing as The Spiders at the V.I.P. They would have just finished a Yardbirds song; next song would be ‘Satisfaction’ by The Rolling Stones, John would go “da da dad da dahhh” on his guitar before the song started, just to show off. He was an arrogant guy. I was working at the time with Bill Spooner in a band called Our Gang. John Tatum wanted to be in a different band so he could let his ego creep, but Bill Spooner had an ego to match, if not greater than, John Tatum.

			Michael joining The Spiders was sealed by his musicianship, and also his transport. ‘I had a Willeys jeep, a 1950’s one, which had wood on the floors and side, so I could carry some gear’.Meanwhile, Tatum hooked up with Spooner, meaning that Our Gang and The Spiders had swapped guitarists! But, as Michael recalls, things didn’t work out for Tatum. ‘The band lasted about a month and John came looking for his job back, and we said, ‘No way’.’

			Michael was a huge asset to The Spiders; he sang, played guitar and wrote. He had recorded a single with his band Wild Flowers in 1966 called ‘A Man Like Myself’/‘On A Day Like Today’. On second guitar in Wild Flowers was Mick Mashbir, who returns to the Alice Cooper story a few years later. 

			In September The Spiders released their second single (on Santa Cruz Records), recorded at Copper State Studios in Tucson, with Forster Cayce handling engineering duties. Michael’s suggestion that the band should write their own material inspired Dennis and Vince, who came up with the A-side – ‘Don’t Blow Your Mind’. Mike Ellen: ‘He (Cayce) tried to tell the band how the song should be produced by referring to The Fortunes song ‘You Got Your Troubles’ – It was way over my eighteen-year-old head!’ The song, with a heavy Yardbirds influence, is a lost psych classic. It features the first great Dennis bass line, which drives the song along. Michael’s presence on second guitar was a major boost in the rhythm sound too. Over it all Glen plays a wild fuzz pedalled lead guitar, adding to the excitement Vince puts across in the vocals. The B-side was ‘No Price Tag‘, written by Vince and Glen. It’s a less impressive derivative song in the style of The Rolling Stones. 

			The Spiders briefly ‘returned’ in 1998 when Sundazed Records issued a 7” EP of their two A-sides plus ‘Hitch Hike‘ and an instrumental take of ‘Why Don’t You Love Me’. 

			There was a limit to how far you could progress in Phoenix, so the band moved to Los Angeles in spring 1967. A new name was also the order of the day with The Spiders becoming The Nazz, inspired by a Yardbirds song called ‘The Nazz Are Blue’. The ‘new band’ recorded a single, for Very Records, called ’Wonder Who’s Loving Her Now?‘ backed with ’Lay Down And Die, Goodbye’. Mike Ellen: 

			They were produced by Dick Phillips (later known as Dick Christian), who was the group’s road manager and a friend. It was an attempt to make a commercial record that would be played on top 40 radio. ‘Lay Down And Die’ was Glen’s guitar tribute to The Yardbirds. I believe Mike Bruce wrote ‘Wonder Who’s Loving Her Now’. It was his style back then, but it still would have been a collaborative effort.

			The A-side is an aching groove to lost love with a haunting melody. It fits in with that summer of ‘67 vibe and paves the way towards Pretties For You, which it would have seamlessly fitted in on, as would the B-side. ‘Lay Down‘ was later re-worked for Easy Action, but this version is concise and far better. A whole album of this kind of material by The Nazz would have been fascinating. Both songs were credited to the whole band, including Speer, who left, or was sacked, in December. Michael recalls the difficulties with Speer: ‘He had this amazingly hot temper. You’d say it’s black and he’d say it’s white’.  His replacement was Neal Smith, a close friend of the band who had been stopping with them. Neal: 

			Glen was the reason I got into the band. We went to college together and became friends. I was in art classes with Glen, some with Den and some with Alice. Once Glen and I realised we were both from Akron, Ohio, we instantly bonded.

			The band had an unusual rehearsal space they liked to use at the time. Neal: 

			We would go out to the desert in Arizona to one of the parks and the pavilion at night. We would set up an amplifier, one snare drum, and I think I had a cymbal, and it was amazing how we just locked in. Some of those jams became songs on Pretties For You and Easy Action. But more than anything we were learning about our relationship as a rhythm section. The chemistry just gelled better once I was there. I really understood what they were doing.

			 

			The vibe of The Nazz’s single carried over into another 1967 release; Wild Flowers released ‘More Than Me’/‘Moving Along With The Sun‘, both tracks featuring a certain Bruce Michael. This was his attempt to separate the project from The Nazz with some anonymity! ‘Moving Along With The Sun‘ in particular is terrific, reminiscent of The Mamas and The Papas.

			 In December ‘67, soon after Neal joined, the band auditioned for Mercury Recording Studio in Hollywood L.A. According to Dennis, they were offered a deal if they replaced Vince! But, as Neal stresses, it was a case of all for one. ‘We said no, and that’s how tight the band was. We were going to make it as a unit’. It was the right decision, but it has a certain irony later on in their career. 

			The emergence of Todd Rundgren’s band, also called The Nazz, was the catalyst for the final name change. Dennis told Goldmine in 2019 that: 

			Alice said, ‘Alice Cooper. It’s like Lizzie Borden, it’s like the innocent little girl with a hatchet behind her back’ and we’re like, ‘I don’t know if we’re ready for that’. That night I went home and my parents asked, ‘What are you up to?’ I told them, ‘We’re coming up with a new name for the band’. They asked me what I had come up with and I said ‘Alice Cooper’, and the expression on their faces sold me. They were in shock, and so then the next night I went back and now Alice had me on his side, and we both talked the rest of the guys into it, but only as a band name not as Alice’s name, that was the name of all five of us. 

			It’s a considerably less dramatic story than that given to the press, and still presented on occasion to this day, that the name came from a session with an Ouija board, which yielded the revelation that Vince Furnier had been a witch named Alice Cooper. Maybe the two stories are connected! 

			The first gig as Alice Cooper took place at Earl Warren Fairgrounds in Santa Barbara on 16 March 1968. Posters for the show billed them as The Nazz, but this was changed just before the show. Also changed was Vince’s name – he too became known as Alice Cooper. This eventually led to him becoming the chief focus for publicity and promotion but, as Neal points out, ‘In the inner circle we were all 20% of the same team. Everybody in that band did their part to make Alice Cooper a household name.’

			Two days later the band were taken on as the house support band at the 20,000 capacity Cheetah Ballroom in Venice Beach. Mike Ellen: ‘Sherry Cottle, the manager, liked them and they worked there quite often. She also got them other jobs. This is where they got into their psychedelic phase with clothing and a bit of theatre’. 

			In spite of the encouraging signs, the band were still running on a tight budget with little sustenance. Neal: We were trying to make enough money to buy beer and food. Believe me in that order too!’ Glen told Just Testing in 1996: ‘Usually the tightest a band ever is, is when they’re starving to death. You know like sure I’ll help you carry your bass amp up like nine flights of stairs, no problem. Then when you make it, £5,000 a week, it’s pick up your own, do it yourself. I’ve had enough of your guff’. Things picked up when Neal’s sister Cindy joined the band in Hollywood and got a job at the Inside Outside boutique, using her earnings to buy food for the band. She was a major asset in keeping them going. Neal: 

			She was with us when we went to Europe. She was at our house in Hollywood Hills and took care of the band. She had $50 a week to feed eight people and she did it. At least by that time, we had some money, before that we had no money. She took care of the house, as she did when we went to Pontiac, and at the mansion in Greenwich. She was always making clothes for us. Back when we were in California, she would go to the movie companies’ sales where they got rid of their old wardrobes. She found all these amazing clothes and that’s where some of the clothes came from on the album sleeves. They sold the clothes by the pound weight – a dollar a pound. I had a coat that Yul Brynner wore in The King And I, and a Spanish bolero vest I still have from an Abbot and Costello movie.

			On 12 July the band auditioned for Frank Zappa. The eager group famously turned up for their 6:30 pm appointment at 6.30 am. Awakened by the group sound-checking Zappa came down and heard them play and was intrigued. Michael: ‘We played “10 Minutes Before The Worm”, “B. B. On Mars” and “Lay Down And Die, Goodbye”. He gave us a compliment; “you guys can speed up or slow down like you are turning the voltage control on a motor”. We rehearsed a lot at that’.  They possibly played a fourth song for Zappa,  who decided they were worth picking up and offered them a contract. Before the band went to sign, an opportune meeting took place. While working at the store, Cindy met Shep Gordon and Joe Greenberg, who purported to be the West Coast management for The Left Banke. She suggested the duo meet the Coopers, who were still managerless. They hit it off, and Shep and Joe became their managers on a handshake; no formal contract was signed or ever has been. Meanwhile, Zappa and his manager Herb Cohen were also looking at taking on the Alice Cooper management, so it was an unwelcome surprise to them when the previously unmentioned Shep and Joe turned up to go over the recording contract with Zappa’s label, Straight Records. 

			Other positive news came with Dennis and Cindy telling the rest of the band they were now an item. Dennis: ‘There was a time we were tiptoeing around, wondering if it would affect the dynamics of the band. Finally, we broke the news’.  Neal still glows at the memory: ‘It’s amazing how it worked out with her and Dennis. It made the band even more of a family’. 

			The first time Zappa, Shep and Joe saw the band play live was the infamous gig at The Cheetah Club on 14 July. As well as the audience in the club, there was a crowd on the beach who were able to hear the music. Unfortunately, the group had sound and equipment problems, and their increasingly wayward performance saw people leaving in droves. By the end, there were only a few people left, but Shep was amazed at the intensity of the reaction, which, he reasoned, could be turned around to something positive. Joe, meanwhile, promised they would get better equipment, while Zappa put them on the bill for a forthcoming show. He still needed to see and hear them properly. That gig was on 23 July supporting Zappa And The Mothers Of Invention at the Whisky A Go Go in Los Angeles. Later the band went round to Zappa’s house to listen to the tapes of their performance and were given the thumbs up to record an album. The (short) sessions for that album took place in November. 1969 was to be the year that Alice Cooper started to make a noise on record as well as at gigs; a year they started to make their mark. 

		

		
			1969: Painting A Picture To Show Everyone In The World

			A notable start to the year was their residency supporting Led Zeppelin at the Whisky A Go Go from 2 to 5 January. The same month saw bizarre scenes at another gig. Michael: 

			We opened for Steppenwolf at the University of Colorado, Boulder, an outdoor concert. We were playing ‘Don’t Blow Your Mind’ and then we go into the middle section – what you see on the Toronto footage. Alice leaps off the stage and now he’s running round the track. Not racing anybody, just running round the track and people start getting up and cheering him and he’s coming round the corner, jumps back on stage grabs the mic and we go right back into the end of ‘Don’t Blow Your Mind’. The crowd went crazy and after our show, people were leaving. That was mind-blowing for us.

			The band’s truck and equipment were stolen in late January, but the band turned it into a positive, taking the mini enforced lay-off as an opportunity to get new stage clothes and props. Their gig at the Avalon Ballroom, San Francisco on 30 March gives a good idea of how the band sounded live at this time. It was given a semi-official release as the bonus selections on the Nobody Likes Us CD. A typical set from the dates supporting Pretties For You would be: ‘No Longer Umpire’, ‘Reflected’, ‘10 Minutes Before The Worm’, ‘Sing Low Sweet Cheerio’, ‘B. B. On Mars’, ‘Fields Of Regret’, ‘Nobody Likes Me’ and ‘Animal Pajamas’. Three other songs – ‘Today Mueller’, ‘Levity Ball‘ and ‘Changing Arranging’ – had all been in the set in 1968 and were possibly featured on some dates in 1969 too. 

			Billboard reported in April on the launch of Zappa’s Straight Records. Due up first was the release of ‘Reflected’ as a single, followed by the album Pretties For You shortly after that. The album, though, was delayed until the end of June. The band went back on the road to promote their records, with Jonny Podell joining their growing organisation as the band’s booking agent, a job that would get both easier and harder as their reputation grew. 

			The show at Arizona Veterans Memorial Coliseum on 23 May was memorable for Janice Buxton. ‘I saw them for the first time without my parents at the Coliseum with Iron Butterfly. It was fabulous!  They made me popular at school. I learned pretty quickly about people who want to be your friend because of the band’. 

			By now the band felt Los Angeles was not getting what they were about; the dilemma was where they should relocate. The Saugatuck Pop Festival in Michigan on 4 to 5 July helped them with the decision. The stage was attacked by a wild crowd and declared unsafe, leaving the band to abandon the show. Alice described it to the Detroit News in 2008 as a light-bulb moment: ‘I said, This is our audience right here! Where L.A. didn’t get it, Detroit totally got it’. Detroit was to become their new home. 

			If the band had played the legendary Woodstock Festival in August, there is no doubt they would have got headlines, but the band felt they hadn’t missed out. Michael: ‘Woodstock was yesterday’s music and we were at the front of what was to come, you know?’ It was ironic then that they got the headlines because of their appearance on 13 September at the ‘Rock ‘N’ Roll Revival’ festival at the Varsity Stadium in Toronto. The stellar bill included Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Gene Vincent, Little Richard, Junior Walker and Bo Diddley from the ‘old guard’ plus The Doors and a début appearance by John Lennon and the Plastic Ono Band. How did the Coopers manage to get on such a stellar bill? Dennis: ‘The festival promoter wanted John Lennon to do it, but it got beyond his capabilities, so Joe and Shep said they would help him pull off the festival, but the deal would be Alice Cooper gets to be on the bill’.  In addition, it was agreed that the band would back Gene Vincent for his performance, for which they were called The Vagabond Motorbike Gang. The band’s own set was a barnstorming display of visceral power which has survived in great quality on film and audio (Nobody Likes Us). 

			The headlines came because Toronto was the scene of the chicken incident when Alice threw one into the audience, thinking it could fly. How it got on stage at all isn’t certain, but what is certain is that the audience pulled it apart and threw the remains back at the stage. Dennis: 

			Right after the chicken thing, everybody was freaking out, why are these guys on the rock ‘n’ roll bill anyway? The whole stadium went quiet. We were supposed to go and change and come on later, but they said to get him (Gene Vincent) out there so people can see why they’re on the bill. They forced him to come out when we were covered in sweat and feathers, and stuff all over the stage. He was in shock. I remember him walking out and seeing us for the first time in our outfits and everything, because when we rehearsed we just had t-shirts and jeans and blue caps. I think we pulled it off, but it was just so anti-climactic after what had just happened. Alice probably played tambourine or maracas, something like that. He stayed out there too. 

			Sadly there seems to be no record, not even a photograph, of their performance with Gene Vincent.

			However, the drama was not yet over in Toronto for the band. Dennis: 

			There was a club there called the Rock Pile. The guy knew the festival was going to wipe out his business, so he made an announcement that after the festival anyone could bring their sleeping bags and crash there, and there would be mellow music all night. Well, the guy thought that Alice Cooper sounded like normal music, so he hired us and when we came walking in he was like, ‘Oh no!’, but we promised we would tone it down. We went on at four in the morning. People were asleep and we gave it the full show, the feathers and everything. The guy said he wasn’t going to pay us. Then Joe and Shep told him, ‘You want everyone to think you are the hippest club in Toronto, wait till word gets out that you thought Alice Cooper was a girl folk singer’. They not only talked him into paying us; they talked him into giving us another gig a couple of weeks later. When we came back, there were still feathers stuck in the corners of the room.
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and Michael Bruce relax at the hotel in
1972. (Len Delessio)
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